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Abstract 
 
Elizabeth Hennessy 
Crisis in Nature’s Eden: Governing Nature and Culture in the Galápagos Islands 
(Under the direction of Wendy Wolford)  
 
The Galápagos Islands are often referred to as a “natural laboratory” or “evolutionary 
Eden”—one of the world’s few remaining bastions of “pristine” nature.  Yet the images 
such depictions evoke stand in stark contrast to recent declarations of a crisis brought on 
by increases in tourism, migration, and invasive species that threaten the archipelago’s 
unusual biodiversity and the very isolation that allowed for its evolution. In popular 
presentations, this crisis is framed as a classic battle of Man against Nature. However, 
drawing on research conducted in the islands over the past three summers, I challenge 
such framings of the crisis, arguing that frameworks that purify Nature and Culture are 
not only poor descriptions of the current crisis in the Galápagos Islands, but are 
themselves productive of the crisis.  
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I. Introduction 
“The good science fairy flew right round the world, looking for a favored spot to touch with 
her magic wand and turn it into a scientific paradise, a geological and biological Eden, the 
evolutionary scientists’ Arcadia. You may question her motives or her existence, but of the 
place she lit upon there is no doubt. It lies beneath the eastern Pacific, approximately 91 
degrees west and 1 degree south, some 1170 km west of the coast of Ecuador – Darwin’s 
‘Republic of the Equator.’…The Galápagos archipelago…is almost a perfect natural 
laboratory of evolution – scene of an experiment planned in scientific heaven.” 
 – Richard Dawkins in Stewart 2008 
In the introduction to a recent companion book to a BBC nature documentary, “Galápagos: 
The Islands that Changed the World,” famed evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins wrote 
of the significance of this remote archipelago in the history of scientific thought. Though his 
prose is hyperbolic, his metaphorical allusions to the Galápagos Islands as a “natural 
laboratory” and “evolutionary Eden” are common. Yet such depictions of these islands as a 
scientific paradise, a natural laboratory that seems to hold the key to solving the “mystery of 
mysteries…the origins of life itself,” as Darwin once wrote, stand in stark contrast to recent 
declarations of a crisis that has the Galápagos precariously poised at the precipice of an 
ecological “tipping point” (GOE 2007, UNESCO 2007, Dan Rather Reports 2008).  
In June 2007, the UNESCO World Heritage Commission put the Galápagos Islands on its “In 
Danger” list. This declaration and other recent national and local warnings of a state of crisis 
in the archipelago reflect a reality far from the “pristine” nature for which the islands are best 
known (Stewart 2008). Over the past 30 years, tourism to this “evolutionary hotspot” has 
boomed, driving concomitant increases in migration from continental Ecuador and local 
development in the archipelago’s three towns. The influx of people and goods, and the 
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introduced species that accompany them, are seen as seriously threatening the isolation that 
allowed for the evolution of the archipelago’s unusual endemic biodiversity as well as the 
health and existence of the biodiversity itself (Watkins and Cruz 2007).  
In the Galápagos, as elsewhere, the crisis is often framed as a struggle between Man and 
Nature. For some, such struggle is the essence of modernity—what 50 years ago was seen as 
a triumphant assertion of man’s dominance over the natural world has flipped in recent years 
to far-reaching concern about human destruction of nature (McKibben 2006 [1989], Castree 
2005). As Dan Rather explained the situation in the Galápagos in a special production of 
“Dan Rather Reports” in 2008:  
“These islands, which are millions of years old, are now threatened by a 
very modern danger: tourism and commercial development. An 
important battle is being waged between Nature and Man here in the 
Galápagos. Nature was in complete control of these islands for millions 
of years. Step on the Galápagos and you step back in time, before 
recorded history, before Man left his first footprint on the planet. But 
that human footprint is now threatening what took Nature eons to 
create.” 
Scholars have long critiqued the reductionist dichotomizations presented in such narratives, 
arguing that Nature and Culture cannot be held apart either discursively or materially (Latour 
1993, Cronon 1996, Braun and Castree 1998, Castree 2005, Hinchliffe 2007). In this paper, I 
argue that frameworks that purify Nature and Culture are not only poor descriptions of the 
current crisis in the Galápagos Islands, but are themselves productive of the crisis.  Instead, I 
argue that understanding the contemporary moment in the Galápagos requires understanding 
a contradictory double movement: the increasing jumbling of Nature and Culture that 
characterizes this crisis situation is brought on by attempts to purify or separate Nature and 
Culture discursively and materially. The insistence on purifying Nature from Culture in past 
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management strategies has had the opposite effect of generating endless, often problematic 
hybrids of nature-culture, in Bruno Latour’s terminology. In analyzing this double 
movement, I build on work on the “production of nature” in geography and political ecology 
while engaging a Latourian understanding of crisis. Finally, I argue that a conservation 
politics based on “hybrid nature-cultures,” instead of a bifurcated world in which Man and 
Nature compete, has the potential to move past the purifications that are so central to this 
crisis moment.  
In the following section, I explore the paradox between images of a pristine, ordered 
laboratory and crisis, which I argue shapes the current moment in the Galápagos and makes it 
such a productive case study. In Section III, I review work on the “production of nature” and 
discuss Latour’s conceptualization of crisis and the theoretical foundation of what he terms 
“nature-cultures.” Then, in Section IV, I discuss the methodology used to analyze fieldwork 
conducted in the Galápagos during the summers of 2007, 2008 and 2009. In Section V, I use 
local stakeholders’ descriptions and interpretations of the crisis moment to demonstrate 
complex, overlapping interrelations between natures and cultures in the Galápagos. By 
focusing on three key issues at the heart of crisis declarations and informants’ concerns—
tourism, migration and development, and invasive species—I argue that although this crisis 
demonstrates the inseparability of nature and culture, it simultaneously turns on particular 
purifications of nature. Thus, I explore how commodification of pristine nature has shaped 
the success of the tourism industry; how neo-Malthusian concern over scarce resources has 
influenced past development policies; and how a focus on conserving a past, untouched 
world has unintentionally diverted attention away from addressing species introduction and 
invasion, one of the most serious threats to Galápagos biodiversity. Section VI then explores 
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responses to the crisis, which reflect growing recognition of the importance of considering 
people as partners in conservation, yet are threatened by retained purifications of Nature and 
Culture. To conclude, I consider the possibility of a politics of conservation based on 
“nature-cultures.”  
 II. Background  
Declarations of crisis in the Galápagos create an image of the islands that is quite different 
from what is commonly portrayed in nature documentaries and tourism sales brochures. The 
“Galápagos paradox” (Quiroga 2009)—crisis in a place that should be “pristine”—makes for 
a great news story. In his hour-long special on the crisis, Dan Rather takes viewers into the 
“hidden” places of the Galápagos—water treatment plants, poor neighborhoods—that few 
visitors and certainly no nature documentary viewers ever see. The disparity between these 
images and pristine imaginations of the Galápagos also makes the archipelago an excellent 
case study for examining the contradictions between the purity of nature and the rapacity of 
man that are central to environmental crisis. This is so, I argue, because the paradox is 
especially strong in the Galápagos, where according to many, the most pristine environment 
we have left could be lost entirely because of man’s irresponsibility. Thus, before discussing 
an understanding of environmental crisis that does not rely on a dichotomy between Man and 
Nature, I first explore this paradox, explaining why the Galápagos have become famous as a 
site of pristine nature and describing the situation that led to official declarations of crisis in 
2007.  
An Evolutionary Eden 
It was on the Galápagos in the early autumn of 1835 that Darwin took the first step out of the 
fairyland of creationism into the coherent and comprehensible world of modern biology; for 
it was here that he became fully convinced that species are not immutable—in other words, 
that evolution is a fact.  
–Julian Huxley, 1966  
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In 1959, the 100th anniversary of the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of 
Species, an international group of scientists, led by Julian Huxley, great-grandson of 
“Darwin’s bulldog” T.H. Huxley and then head of UNESCO, founded the Galápagos 
National Park in this remote archipelago approximately 1,000km off the coast of Ecuador. 
Developed in conjunction with Ecuador’s nascent forestry service, the Park would provide 
both a home base for visiting scientists working in Darwin’s footsteps and a permanent 
presence to enforce environmental regulations aimed to protect the islands from local 
settlers’ destructive habits as well as sport and industrial fishers and over-zealous collectors 
(Larson 2001).   
Although most Darwin biographers and historians today would refute Huxley’s assertions 
about the significance of the Galápagos as the locus of a Darwinian “Eureka” moment 
(Sulloway 1984, Browne 2003, Larson 2001), the idea that Darwin “discovered” evolution in 
the Galápagos during his brief 5-week stay remains a popular myth. Darwin once wrote that 
in the Galápagos, because of the archipelago’s desolate landscape and unusual endemic 
species “both in space and time, we seem to be brought somewhat near to that great fact—
that mystery of mysteries—the first appearance of new beings on this earth” (1845: 377-78, 
quoted in Sulloway 1984). It is in this sense that the islands are often referred to as an 
“evolutionary Eden”: the Galápagos have come to symbolize an alternate, scientific origin 
story. For Huxley and his contemporaries a scientific version of the romantic notion that God 
would reveal himself in sublime landscapes, which was so influential for American 
conservation efforts (Cronon 1996), was realized in Darwin’s work on the Galápagos.  
Conservation rhetoric in the Galápagos focuses dually on the cultural and scientific 
importance of the archipelago as an “evolutionary Eden” as well as its remote, “pristine” 
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nature. Indeed, the Galápagos are perhaps the paradigm case of what geographer Steve 
Hinchliffe sees as a popular “myth of independent nature” that underwrites much of 
contemporary Western environmentalism. This rendering, in which there exists a pure natural 
realm distinct from, and often threatened by, “society,” relies on the spatial imaginary of “an 
island of natural facts untouched by people” (2007: 33). Galápagos conservationists estimate 
that the archipelago retains 95 percent of its “original” (i.e., pre-discovery) biodiversity (CDF 
and WWF 2002), making it one of, if not the “best-maintained” archipelagos in the world. As 
one scientist explained in one of many popular science books about the islands’ nature, the 
archipelago’s “isolation is key to understanding the arrival and evolution of plants and 
animals in the Galápagos…Isolation is also key to understanding the historical role of the 
Galápagos in evolutionary thinking…when Charles Darwin first visited the islands they were 
much less accessible and largely untrammeled. Evolutionary tracks could be found and 
followed, un-obscured by the myriad criss-crossings of busier placers, especially the havoc-
wreaking traffic of human beings” (Steadman and Zousmer 1988).  
Maintaining this isolation has historically been one of the central goals of Galápagos 
conservation. In the 2002 Biodiversity Vision for Galápagos, scientists and conservationists 
outlined the goal of going “Back to Eden – one last chance”: the “…ultimate goal is ‘the 
restoration of the populations and distributions of all extant native biodiversity and of natural 
ecological/evolutionary processes to the conditions prior to human settlement. If this 
extremely ambitious goal were one day to be achieved, it would represent the pinnacle of 
accomplishment in conservation biology—the restoration of the biological nature of the 
Galápagos Islands almost to the conditions of 1534” (CDF and WWF 2002).  
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These conservation goals tie together a scientific origin story with the idea of “pristine” 
nature that pre-dates (Western, recorded) human discovery of the archipelago. Aside from the 
question of the feasibility of returning to a pre-discovery landscape, this understanding of the 
nature of the Galápagos is interesting because it contains two elements that Neil Smith 
(1984) sees as central to what he terms the “ideology of Nature”: references to an external 
nature and a universal nature.  
For Smith, “In our range of conceptions of nature, [many] meanings survive today, but even 
in their complexity, they are organized into an essential dualism that dominates the 
conception of nature. On the one hand, nature is external, a thing, the realm of extra-human 
objects and processes existing outside of society. External nature is pristine, God-given, 
autonomous… On the other hand, nature is also clearly conceived as universal. For alongside 
external nature, we have human nature, by which is implied that human beings and their 
social behaviors are every bit as natural as the so-called external aspects of nature. Thus 
ecological treatments of human society situate the human species as one among many in the 
totality of nature” (1984: 11-12).  For Smith, although these two views are opposites, they are 
often folded together in conceptions of nature. In the Galápagos, the perceived universal 
importance of Darwin’s work, discovering the true origin of life, fuels the impetus to 
conserve the islands as an external, pristine sanctuary.  
The power of this narrative comes from what Hinchliffe calls a “double bind”—the 
arguments for external and universal nature are mutually reinforcing: “Nature is made to 
adhere to social orders and in being so conveys a moral authority upon those orders. This is a 
wonderful ruse, or trick to pull. A double bind where nature comes to have the characteristics 
of the dominant way of ordering affairs, whose dominance is then propped up by an 
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incontrovertible truth (i.e., “human nature”)” (33). Or, as William Cronon wrote, 
“Wilderness hides its unnaturaliness behind a mask that is all the more beguiling because it 
seems so natural” (1996: 69). 
Crisis in Paradise 
Set against this dominant ideology of nature in the Galápagos, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
recent booms in tourism and development are depicted as a crisis—they unsettle both 
elements of this mutually reinforcing narrative: development, the opposite of pristine nature, 
harms both the isolation of the islands and the sanctity of the origin myth they hold. Yet the 
seed of this unsettling was planted by the very scientists that sought to protect the islands. 
When Huxley and his contemporaries sought to establish the National Park, they advocated 
the islands as an ecotourism destination that would bring in revenue for Ecuador. But they 
did not predict how popular a destination the islands would become—either for tourists or for 
Ecuadoreans working in the growing industry. As one informant said, the islands today are a 
product of their own success.  
Long-time Galápagos scholar William Durham explained that, “The development of 
international and domestic tourism has created an economic motor that propels not only one 
of the fastest-growing economies of the world, but also one of the fastest-growing human 
populations with high rates of immigration. The human population of Galápagos, in turn, has 
modified the archipelago’s habitats, tempered its harsh ecological conditions in places, and 
introduced hundreds and hundreds of exotic species” (2008: 85). 
As ease of travel and the popularity of ecotourism have increased, more than 1.5 million 
people have visited the Galápagos over the past 40 years. Early tourists were most often 
adventurous Darwin-ites, but relative decreases in prices and increases in available 
  10 
transportation have seen increasing numbers of tourists as well as a shift in their 
demographics. The number of visitors to the Galápagos per year has risen from 40,000 in 
1990 to over 145,000 in 2006; in 2007, there were 161,000 visitors (Watkins and Cruz 2007). 
Today, nearly as many Ecuadoreans as foreigners visit the archipelago; young backpackers 
just as likely as retired science teachers. Between six and nine flights a day bring hundreds of 
tourists to the islands’ two major airports. Growth in the number of visitors has also shaped, 
and been shaped by, a new model of tourism that has shifted from being almost exclusively 
based on “floating hotels” to also include larger 100- and 500-passenger ships and land-based 
tourism catering to both luxury and low-end travelers. In the 1960s, half a dozen tourist ships 
and hotels accommodated about 2,000 tourist visits a year. In 2006, 80 vessels and 65 hotels 
could accommodate 3,500 tourists a night. New land-based travel has spurred booms in 
hotels, restaurants, tour providers, souvenir shops and multiple related support services in the 
archipelago’s three towns (Epler 2007).   
As tourism has boomed, so has the local population, which has also risen precipitously over 
the past 50 years from about 2,000 people when the Park was founded to nearly 30,000 
people. Population growth rates in Galápagos over the past 10 years near 6.1 percent—
significantly higher than the 2.1 percent rate on mainland Ecuador (Epler 2007). Between 
1974 and 1998, the population of the Galápagos more than tripled, from 4,078 to 15,311. 
From 1998 to 2005, the official population grew from 15,311 to 24,500. Economist Bruce 
Epler attributed about two-thirds of this growth to immigration. Since 1998, most estimate 
that the total population has nearly doubled again, to between 25,000 to 30,000. During this 
period, from 1999 to 2005, island-wide GDP increased 71.8 percent (Epler 2007), although 
despite this increase, Taylor (2006) estimated that inflation and migration increases flattened 
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real individual income gains.  Tourism employs almost 40 percent of the Galápagos residents 
and comprises 65.4 percent of the archipelago’s gross domestic product, making it the 
primary economic driver (Taylor et al. 2006). Each week, 6 cargo ships bring food, water, 
and goods to support tourists and the archipelago’s population. As the tourism industry 
grows, residents are also moving from the islands’ agricultural highlands into the towns 
(ibid).  
Increases in flows from the continent are seen as a main vehicle through which alien species 
are introduced in the archipelago. The islands are thought to be the best “preserved” 
archipelago in world, retaining 95 percent of their “original” biodiversity (CDF and WWF 
2002). However, introduction of invasive alien species is seen as the largest threat to 
Galápagos biodiversity (Snell et al. 2002, Watkins and Cruz 2007).  Sixty percent of the 168 
endemic plant species in Galápagos are thought to be threatened according to IUCN Red List 
criteria (Tye 2007).  A recent count recorded 463 alien insect species, 186 more than an 
inventory 8 years before (Causton et al. 2006).  
Despite efforts to control these flows, including a state “Special Law” passed in 1998 that 
overhauled the legal administration of the Park and local municipal governments, problems 
have persisted. In 2007 UNESCO decided they were serious enough to warrant outside 
action. In April 2007, a UNESCO/IUCN mission visited the Galápagos to hear from local 
stakeholders about the problems facing the islands as a result of booms in tourism and 
development. During the visit, Ecuadorean President Rafael Correa gave the first formal 
definition of what has been framed as a crisis in the islands: he issued a national decree 
declaring that the Galápagos were in a “state of risk” and promised to make their 
conservation a national priority (Government of Ecuador 2007). The decree was seen by 
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some as an attempt to stave off a listing as an endangered World Heritage Site, but the 
UNESCO team was not convinced and instead issued a report concluding “the Galápagos 
Islands face a multitude of problems which need urgent resolution.” Among the problems it 
identified were “lack of effective governance”; “risk from alien invasive species”; rapid, 
“haphazard,” “unsustainable,” and “inequitable” growth of the tourism sector”; inability to 
control illegal immigration; lack of stability and capacity of National Park and Marine 
Reserve staff; and a poor education system that “does not incorporate elements of 
environmental management and heritage preservation, and natural resource development, 
further delaying the critical need to develop an insular culture focused on sustainable 
development” (UNESCO 2007). 
Although the tourism industry is generally seen as the driver of the crisis moment, the 
problems  facing the Galápagos clearly extend far past the tourism industry. The stakes are 
high—although environmental crises are perhaps the hallmark of our day, the future of the 
Galápagos is seen by some to have special significance because of the islands’ cultural and 
scientific importance as “Darwin’s laboratory” and also because they remain among the most 
pristine in the world. As one local actor put it, “This is our last chance to live in harmony 
with nature. If nature loses this battle then our species—Homo sapiens—is condemned to 
pack our backpacks and live on the moon.”1 Yet aside from these stakes, I argue that the 
Galápagos are a particularly productive case study precisely because of the idea that they are 
a product of their own success. In the following section, I explore this proposition 
theoretically before analyzing interviews.  
                                                
1 This quote is taken from Carol Ann Basset’s 2009 Galápagos at the Crossroads, one of several books written 
recently on the fate of the islands. Washington: National Geographic, p. 25. 
  
III. Literature Review 
‘Wilderness Is Not Quite What It Seems’ 
Henry David Thoreau once wrote that “In Wilderness is the preservation of the World” 
(quoted in Cronon 1996: 69). Overtures of this famous dictum are clearly evident in the 
concern expressed about the current crisis in the Galápagos. Yet scholars have long critiqued 
the ideology of an external and universal nature that undergirds such thought. As William 
Cronon famously wrote, “wilderness is not quite what it seems. Far from being the one place 
on earth that stand apart from humanity, it is quite profoundly a human creation—indeed, the 
creation of very particular human cultures at very particular moments in human history. It is 
not a pristine sanctuary where the last remnant of an untouched, endangered, but still 
transcendent nature can for at least a little while longer be encountered without the 
contaminating taint of civilization. Instead, it is a product of that civilization, and could 
hardly be contaminated by the very stuff of which it is made” (1996: 69).  
“Nature” has been shown to be neither external to society nor universal, but shaped and 
understood differently in particular social, political and economic contexts (Smith 1984, 
Harvey 1996, Braun and Castree 1998, Castree 2005, Hinchliffe 2007). There are two senses 
in which scholars have shown that “nature” is not external to society, but a social 
construction: first, as an abstract category always mediated by human thought; and second as 
profoundly shaped through histories of human action, from pre-colonial indigenous 
civilizations (Denevan 1992) to uneven capitalist development (Smith 1984) to genetic 
engineering (Franklin 2007). In addition, far from being universally understood or an 
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essential truth, recognition that nature is shaped by societies means that it is produced 
differently in different times and places—it has specific histories and geographies (Hinchliffe 
2007). Thus, scholars have stressed the need to study the relations between nature and society 
in particular contexts, which has long been a central tenet of human geography and political 
ecology.  
Recently, geographer Bruce Braun has noted a shift within studies of nature-society relations 
from a dualistic to a relational approach that abandoned the “the ‘environment’ or ‘nature’ as 
proper objects of study…not only because they presumed a realm set off from the ‘human’ – 
although, in the case of environment, the human was still often placed at its center – but also 
because, like ‘society’ or ‘humanity’, they were proposed at far too great a level of 
abstraction to be of much use” (2008: 667). In his book on Geographies of nature Steve 
Hinchliffe also discusses this shift in terms of moving from two dominant paradigms of 
thought about nature as either independent from or dependent on the social world, to an 
understanding of nature and society as co-produced. 
In the first paradigm, nature is understood as an independent state—“something that is 
distinct from, absolutely separate to, the social world.” Similar to the external nature Smith 
discussed, independent nature it is “real, out there, beyond us.” Hinchliffe says this nature is 
undergirded by a spatial imaginary of an “island of natural facts untouched by man” (2007: 
33), and is often seen as being threatened by an invading “society.” In the second, equally 
problematic, paradigm nature is mainly the product of human imagination, an idea. This view 
does not necessarily deny the true existence of a world external to humans, but contends that 
this world is only knowable through human cognition and is thus always socially mediated. 
Hinchliffe writes, “What is understood as natural is nothing but a product of the ways in 
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which people order the world. Nature is ideological. It is socially contrived by people and 
their value systems, political systems, cultural sensibilities. If there is reality, then that reality 
is social.” This dependent nature is “the contention that nature is but a figment of human 
imagination and/or human social relation, something crafted in order to have particular 
effects” (2007: 33). 
Instead of these two too-simple approaches, Hinchliffe advocates an understanding of nature 
as “enacted”: “…nature and society make one another (so thus are not independent), but are 
not necessarily reducible to one another (so thus are not strictly dependent)…the basic 
argument is that society and nature need not be considered a zero-sum game. In other words, 
we do not need to think of a set amount of nature which is progressively eroded as society 
expands” (2007: 9). The notion that nature and society mutually shape each other is common 
in geography and political ecology, but the shift within these fields that Hinchliffe and Braun 
refer to draws from a philosophy of hybridity instead of the dialectical approach that has 
been more prominent in political ecology. For Hinchliffe, the term “‘hybridity’ refers to the 
progeny that result from the interbreeding of unlike kinds, “Despite [its] questionable 
baggage the term hybrid has more recently been rendered in different directions. It has been 
used to figure a relational geography and social science wherein the mixtures and 
configurations of machines, animals, states, organizations, ecologies, politics are continually 
made up of all manner of elements, which themselves are nothing if not hybrid forms....The 
important thing to note is that the aim here is to avoid another form of determinism, 
something that beset interactionism. Rather, in the relational geographies that are figured by 
the mobilization of hybrids and crossings, there is nothing outside the mix (including a pre-
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formed Nature), and, importantly, parties are reconfigured as they relate or engage with one 
another” (2007: 50).  
For Hinchliffe, although this approach is similar in spirit to a dialectical approach, it is 
distinct because it is not beset by the dualisms that dialectics presupposes. As he explains, 
“The metaphor of hybridity allows for something different, it allows for change in all parties 
as they relate to one another. And it allows for novelty to be produced. Novelty that is not 
reducible to component parts. Indeed, parties do not simply interact to produce a new 
(impure) form. Rather, in relating, the parties and the product must change too (this is they 
key to most versions of relational thinking). Nothing remains unaltered in the event of 
relating” (2007: 51).  In making this critique, Hinchliffe draws on the work of Bruno Latour, 
who, along with other proponents of actor-network theory, have influenced much of the shift 
from a dualistic to an hybrid geography that Braun, Hinchliffe, and others explore (also 
Whatmore 2002).  In the following section, I turn to Latour to flesh out an understanding of 
the co-production of “nature-cultures” and how this relational approach approaches the idea 
of an environmental crisis.  
Crisis: proliferation of nature-cultures 
In his most famous book, We Have Never Been Modern (1993), Bruno Latour begins by 
discussing the front page of a newspaper. His paper’s front page tells of political 
consternation and scientific debate over industrial greenhouse gas emissions and holes in the 
atmosphere, but any paper, any front page would likely serve to make his point: the problems 
that concern our world today do not fall neatly into the realm of Culture nor of Nature, but 
are complex “hybrids” of the scientific and the political, the ecological and the economic, the 
natural and the cultural. Latour insists that these hybrids, what he terms “nature-cultures,” 
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instead of constituting some form of post-modernism, are instead the normal state of the 
world.  For Latour, “we have never been modern”—the world has never been neatly 
separable into dichotomous categories—there are only “nature-cultures.” For him, what then 
becomes distinctive about contemporary problems is that they are so many clearly complex 
hybrids that the “Modern Constitution”—which attempts to hold Nature and Culture apart—
no longer holds.  
For Latour, modernity entails holding apart two key sets of practices: those of “translation,” 
or networks, that create mixtures between distinct types (natures and cultures), and those of 
“purification,”—what he terms the “modern critical stance”—which create distinct 
ontological zones of humans and nonhumans (10-11). He explains, referring back to the 
newspaper article he opened with, that practices of translation “would link in one continuous 
chain the chemistry of the upper atmosphere, scientific and industrial strategies, the 
preoccupations of heads of state, the anxieties of ecologists; the second [those of purification] 
would establish a partition between a natural world that has always been there, a society with 
predictable and stable interests and stakes, and a discourse that is independent of both 
reference and society” (11). For Latour, “as long as we consider these two practices of 
translation and purification separately, we are truly modern—that is, we willingly subscribe 
to the critical project, even though that project is developed only through the proliferation of 
hybrids down below” (ibid). Yet if we examine both practices simultaneously, then we cease 
being modern and become aware that these “two sets of practices have always already been 
at work in the historical period that is ending” (ibid). As John Law explains, “Latour argues 
that the secret of modernity is not its purity, its dualist distinction between ‘nature’ and 
‘culture’ (or ‘science’ and ‘society’). Rather it is its insistence on this distinction and its 
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purity while, at the same time, making endless hybrids, putative nature-cultures that may or 
may not make it into relative stability” (2004: 4). 
Figure 1: Latour's 'Modern Constitution' 
 
In Modern, Latour draws on seminal science studies work (cf., Shapin and Schafer 1989) to 
argue that the bifurcation of the world into distinct spheres is a product of particular practices 
of purification—many of them scientific claims of universal knowledge—and not a stable, 
pre-existing reality. He explains, “…the very notion of Culture is an artifact created by 
bracketing Nature off. Cultures—different or universal—do not exist, any more than Nature 
does. There are only nature-cultures, and these offer the only possible basis for comparison” 
(1993: 104).  
For Latour, what distinguishes the contemporary moment is that “the proliferation of hybrids 
has saturated the constitutional framework of the moderns.” He argues that the paradox of 
modernity is that “the more we forbid ourselves to conceive of hybrids, the more possible 
their interbreeding becomes.” Thus the Modern Constitution is in crisis because it is not able 
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to continuing purifying as quickly as it generates hybrids and collapses under its own weight.  
As John Law explains, attempts at framing will always produce overflows that cannot be 
contained (2004). It is in this sense that I understand the current crisis in the Galápagos—
attempts to purify nature from culture are undermined by a proliferation of hybrids that are 
the unintended by product of these very purifications. It is in this sense that I understand the 
proposition that contemporary problems in the Galápagos are “a product of [the islands’] 
own success.” In context, this person was referring to the success of the tourism industry, 
which is often framed as the driving force behind the current crisis: the islands’ fame as a 
pristine wilderness is believed to motivate tourism, which is increasingly leading to a host of 
hybrid relations seen as threatening the nature of the Galápagos and, by extension, the entire 
industry itself.  
This contradiction or double movement is similar in some ways to Marxist work on the 
second contradiction of capitalism (O’Connor 1998), and is a central paradox of 
ecotourism—one of the key ways by which “external nature has become ‘an accumulation 
strategy’ for capital” (Castree 2003: 285, quoting Katz 1998: 48). Political economic analysis 
holds that capitalist production depends on the depletion of natural resources, making the 
system crisis-ridden (O’Connor 1998, Harvey 1996, Smith 1984) and in the case of 
ecotourism often despoiling the commodity itself (Castree 2003). The notion of crisis 
resulting from the isolation and commodification of nature is also reminiscent of Polanyi’s 
double movement in which commodification of “fictitious commodities” produces a 
protective countermovement because nature, like labor and money, “cannot be detached from 
the rest of life” (2001: 75). “…Labor and land are no other than the human beings themselves 
of which every society consists and the natural surroundings in which it exists. To include 
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them in the market mechanism means to subordinate the substance of society itself to the 
laws of the market…(ibid: 75).” But “to allow the market mechanism to be the sole director 
of the fate of human beings and their natural environment…would result in the demolition of 
society…Nature would be reduced to its elements, neighborhoods and landscapes defiled, 
rivers polluted…the power to produce food and raw materials destroyed” (ibid: 76). Thus for 
Polanyi, the consequences of commodification are that nature is subjected to the logic of the 
market, something that is, in David Harvey’s words “profoundly anti-ecological” (1996: 155, 
quoted in Castree 2003).  Despite their differences, I argue that both Polanyi’s and Latour’s 
understandings of the effects of attempts to isolate nature through commodification or other 
means are helpful for understanding the current crisis in the Galápagos.  
For Latour, the solution to this paradox is that researchers must be explicit about the relations 
between purification and translation: He argues that “to the practice of purification—the 
horizontal line—we need to add the practices of mediation—the vertical line” (50). The task 
of scholarship, what Latour refers to as “comparative anthropology” is then to reconstruct 
“the separations between humans and nonhumans on the one hand, and between what 
happens ‘above’ and what happens ‘below’ on the other” (13). Such work would study in 
tandem science and politics symmetrically to overcome the double ontological distinction 
that characterizes modernity. This “anthropology of the modern world” would “consist in 
describing in the same way how all the branches of our government are organized, including 
that of nature and the hard science, and in explaining how and why these branches diverge as 
well as accounting for the multiple arrangements that bring them together.  Scholars must 
“compare the always different ways of defining—or not defining—matter, law consciousness 
and animals’ souls, without using modern metaphysics as a vantage point. Just as the 
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constitution of jurists defines the rights and duties of citizens and the State, the working of 
justice and transfer of power, so this Constitution—which I shall spell with a capital C to 
distinguish it from the political ones—defines humans and nonhumans, their properties and 
relations, their abilities and groupings” (15). For Latour, “comparative anthropology” 
research opens space for a new politics: “By deploying both dimensions at once, we may be 
able to accommodate the hybrids and give them a place, a name, a home, a philosophy, an 
ontology, and, I hope, a new constitution” (ibid). 
Following several geographers, I argue that this comparative anthropology should be 
combined with political economic analysis (Braun 2008, Rocheleau and Roth 2007, 
Wainwright 2005). In a recent editorial, Rocheleau and Roth outlined the “clear need to go 
beyond some of the simplified constructs that we have employed in various explanatory 
frameworks (social, ecological and combined). To meet the challenges of real world 
relevance we need to complicate our notions of networks, power, territory, connectivity and 
ecology” (2007: 434). In their formulation, a contextual analysis would trace not only one 
network of relations, but would investigate a “relational web shot through with power” (ibid), 
or in Arturo Escobar’s terms “a meshwork of multiple, intersecting networks” (2004).  This 
is an important intervention because it allows me to build on the work of political ecologists 
who have demonstrated that ecological crises are far from objective realities, but are 
perceived and experienced differently by people with different access to resources and ways 
of knowing the environment (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987, Robbins 2004, Kull 2006).  
Thus, in the following sections, I present the dense meshwork of processes, perceptions and 
power relations that comprise this crisis moment to demonstrate the various histories and 
geographies of nature in the Galápagos. I use political ecology work on ecotourism, 
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development, and invasive species to work though interviews and explain how nature-
cultures are entangled—translated—in this moment while using geographers’ analyses of the 
ideologies of nature to show how acts of purification are simultaneously at work.  
  
IV. Methodology 
This paper draws from research conducted in the Galápagos Islands during the summers of 
2007, 2008, and 2009 as well as from analysis of news and academic articles and institutional 
management plans and other archival materials. In May 2007, I first visited the Galápagos 
Islands as part of a team of six social science researchers.2 Together, we conducted 28 
interviews with 43 people on the archipelago’s three most-inhabited islands (Santa Cruz, 
Isabela and San Cristobal) over the course of two weeks. Our visit fell a month after the 
UNESCO delegation visit and President Correa’s decree that the Galápagos were “at risk,” 
but before the islands were officially added to the World Heritage “In Danger” list. During 
interviews and in casual conversation, everyone we spoke with—including officials of major 
institutions (the GNP, the CDRS, INGALA [the Galápagos National Institute]) to municipal 
officials to local residents (fisherpeople, farmers and tourism workers) was aware of 
UNESCO’s visit and a pending sense of  “crisis.” As one GNP official said, the declarations 
were “not letting us sleep.”  
This initial research visit was intended to introduce us to issues on the islands and current 
concerns among local stakeholders (although two team members had visited before, and one 
had lived on the islands for nine months, none of us had completed sustained research there). 
Thus, our interview sample was designed to give us broad exposure to differentially situated 
                                                
2 Including Wendy Wolford, PhD, Department of Geography Flora Lu, PhD, Department of Anthropology, Liza 
Guzman, PhD student, Program in Environment and Ecology, Patricia Polo, MA student, Department of 
Geography (all at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, although Dr. Lu is now at the University of 
California-Santa Cruz); and Elena Steponaitis, Barnard College. In 2008, Gabriela Valdivia, PhD, Department 
of Geography, UNC, also joined the team.  
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actors. In this paper, I primarily analyze interviews conducted during this first trip and use 
interviews and participant observation conducted in 2008 and 2009 as supplemental 
information.3 The central research question we explored was: how are livelihoods and the 
environment interconnected in the Galápagos and how are relationships between the two 
changing in response to pressures from tourism, fishing, and conservation?  To address this, 
we spoke with a variety of actors, although not a representative sample. We interviewed 5 
“conservationists”—employees of the Galápagos National Park and Charles Darwin 
Research Station; 7 municipal officials who worked with local government on one of the 
three islands or for the Galápagos National Institute (INGALA); 6 local and international 
NGO staff members; 14 fishers; 9 farmers; and 2 tourism workers. Interviews were primarily 
conducted in Spanish (unless the interviewee was a native English-speaker); translations are 
our own. With institutional actors—representatives of the National Park, CDRS, and 
conservation NGOs (“conservationists”), INGALA, municipal government, and local NGOs 
(“local or municipal officials”)—we discussed the goals of the organization, how the 
organization was organized to meet those goals and how this had or was changing, how they 
understood conflict between local residents and conservationists, what the key problems the 
islands were facing were, and whether these were compatible with conservation goals. With 
local residents, including fisherpeople, farmers, and tourism workers, our interviews also 
covered personal history in addition to a range of questions on themes of community, 
identity, what constitutes conservation, and what the key problems facing the Galápagos 
were. Although we asked what stakeholders thought of the recent UNESCO visit and Correa 
statement, we did not introduce the concept of a crisis. Instead, “crisis” was a word that came 
                                                
3 In June and July 2008, I returned to the Galápagos to conduct additional interviews on institutional responses 
to the crisis. In July 2009, I spent 10 days in the islands attending a scientific symposium in celebration of the 
Research Station’s 50th anniversary. 
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up repeatedly in interviews. Yet although the sense of crisis was pervasive, actors had 
various definitions of what the main issues facing the islands were, what constituted a crisis, 
and what was at stake in the declarations.  
To analyze these interviews, I first collected and transcribed notes taken during interviews by 
all six team members. (Although most interviews with institutional actors were recorded, I 
did not work from fully transcribed interviews. The primary goal of analysis was to identity 
major issues and concerns presented in interviews. The compiled notes were thorough and I 
believe sufficient for this level of analysis. When I was unsure of the meaning of notes or 
desired a long quote, I consulted tapes.) To analyze interviews, I first identified key themes 
presented in interviews—agriculture, invasive species, tourism, migration, water, education, 
healthcare, fishing, culture, waste, energy, and governance—then coded the number of times 
each topic came up across all interviews. Using Atlas.Ti qualitative software, I then coded 
the various ways in which each theme was discussed, which led me to condense some 
categories (waste, energy, fishing, water and healthcare into “development”) and expand 
others (I divided “governance” into subtopics). This left me with eight major themes, which 
were condensed into five as I continued analysis: tourism, invasive species, migration, 
development, culture, education, and governance and politics. In the following section, I 
explore the first of these three issues, which have become central to the crisis discourse over 
the past 3 years. In the final section, I discuss issues of culture and governance as they relate 
to attempts to resolve the crisis.  
The goal of analysis was to gather descriptions of these major themes, not to assess 
correlation between interviewee positionality and viewpoints. Fixing positionality is 
especially difficult in the small community that is the Galápagos because so many individual 
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actors have transitioned among different roles during their careers. For example, one 
Galapagueño native from a prominent family has served as National Park director, governor 
(a presidential appointment), led a USAID-funded project, and now works for a major 
international conservation NGO. Similarly, many former fishermen now work for the 
National Park Marine Reserve management team. While these are somewhat exceptional 
cases, it is very common for residents to transition between work in fishing and tourism, and 
for conservationists to transition between service for the National Park or CDRS and private 
NGOs.  
To assess formal institutional understandings of “nature-society” relations, I reviewed 
management reports and major publications issued since 2000 (though not a comprehensive 
set), including: CDF/WWF 2002 Biodiversity Vision for Galápagos, Galápagos National 
Park 2005 Plan de Manejo, and Gonzalez et al. 2008 “Rethinking Galápagos as a Social-
Ecological System.” I focused on the theoretical framework presented in these documents, 
how that framework was arrived at (and by whom), and whether nature and society were 
treated as fundamentally distinct or interrelated, and how that relation was portrayed.   
 
 
  
V. Crisis: Translations and Purifications 
The word “crisis” came up repeatedly in the interviews we conducted in 2007. Everyone 
seemed to be reacting to UNESCO’s visit and Correa’s “at risk” designation while waiting 
for UNESCO’s final verdict. Yet reactions to the declarations and the way they identified the 
key problems in the Galápagos was mixed: some praised the declarations for “waking up the 
government” and creating the needed “shock and opportunity” to fix problems; others 
questioned the declarations’ focus, accuracy, and effects. One GNP official thought the 
declarations were positive for making the Ecuadorean government pay attention to the 
Galápagos, but said the Park found that 90 percent of UNESCO’s findings were incorrect: 
“UNESCO didn’t communicate with GNP and took its own results. The majority of the 
problems they talk about either have to do with the state and not Galápagos, or have already 
been worked out or are already being worked on.” Other local institutions acknowledged the 
at-risk designation and pervasive problems, but noted that there were also many successes in 
the Galápagos that were not represented. Some local residents, mostly farmers and tourism 
workers, agreed that many of the problems identified existed, but questioned the timing of 
crisis declarations, saying they had persisted for years and that “no hay nada de emergencia.” 
Others also questioned the timing, arguing that the Galápagos had been “in crisis” since the 
mid-1980s (see also Watkins 2008). Some residents viewed the declarations as a discourse 
manufactured by politicians to secure more funding for conservation, while others accepted 
the notion of crisis, but sought to redefine its focus—as a group of fishermen asked us, “why 
not say we are in crisis?”  
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These multiple reactions to the crisis demonstrate a key argument of political ecology—that 
environmental crises are not objective realities, but are experienced and understood 
differently by actors in different situations (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987, Robbins 2004). In 
the following discussion, I build on this argument by showing how like the crisis itself, 
neither is the nature at stake universally understood, but also has particular geographies and 
histories. In the following sections, I present three key issues that comprise part of the dense 
meshwork of processes, perceptions and power relations central to this crisis moment. I use 
political ecology work on ecotourism, development, and invasive species to work though 
interviews and explain how nature-cultures are entangled—translated—in this moment while 
using analyses of the ideologies of nature to show how acts of purification are simultaneously 
at work. Despite the diverse opinions of different stakeholders, the problems described in our 
interviews were broadly consistent. Respondents repeatedly mentioned issues associated with 
tourism, migration and development, and invasive species. These themes are not surprising—
they are central to most analyses of the current crisis (UNESCO 2007, Watkins and Cruz 
2007, Durham 2008, Gonzalez et al. 2008) and have, in various forms, been significant issues 
for a long time (Honey 1998, Ospina 2004, Grenier 2007 [1997], Quiroga 2009). What is 
interesting about our interviews is that they extend beyond the usual sources of the dominant 
conservation-focused discourse about the Galápagos.  By capturing a diversity of opinions 
about these issues, we are able to see how voices often marginalized in international 
discourse about the Galápagos (but not necessarily marginalized in local or national politics) 
engage with and rework dominant framings of the crisis. 
In the following sections, I argue that these major issues—tourism, development and 
migration, and species invasion—comprise three dominant forms of nature-society hybrids 
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that are proliferating during this crisis moment in the Galápagos, each because of particular 
acts of purification based on imaginations of pristine nature in the islands. I show how in 
each of these areas particular attempts to purify the nature of the Galápagos have led to 
proliferations of problematic hybrid interactions between people and nature. Furthermore, 
interviewees’ diverse opinions on how and why these patterns exist illustrate the conflicts, 
uneven power relations, and cultural differences that must be addressed as local residents and 
policy makers attempt to resolve the crisis.  
Tourism: Commodification of the ‘pristine’ 
In accordance with its renown as a Natural World Heritage Site, the tourism industry in the 
Galápagos centers primarily on giving tourists an opportunity to see and interact with 
“pristine” nature. As eco-tourism analyst Martha Honey wrote in 1998, “Nature is the allure 
of the Galápagos. This mid-ocean moonscape of stark lava rock and scrub brush remains one 
of the world’s most precious ecosystems. It offers eco-travelers both clues to understanding 
evolution and chances for close encounters with exotic as well as familiar creatures” 
(emphasis in original, 1998: 123). By selling access to the “pristine” nature popularized in 
nature documentaries, Galápagos tourism rests on the purifying fetishization of the 
archipelago’s unique nature. Over the past 30 years, commodification of purified, “pristine” 
nature in the Galápagos has evolved into a large, profitable industry that is at the center of 
crisis discourse.  
When the tourism industry was first planned in the 1970s by conservationists working with 
the Park and CDRS, “early studies concluded that there was an incalculable potential to 
develop nature-based tourism in the Galápagos…” (Epler 2007: iii). “Incalculable,” says 
long-standing Galápagos economist Bruce Epler, “was the key word. No one envisioned that 
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the islands would emerge as one of the world’s premier ecotourism destinations; that 
Galápagos tourism would contribute hundreds of millions of dollars to Ecuador’s national 
economy, and in turn, that it would generate revenues and population growth in Galápagos 
exceeding anyone’s wildest expectation” (ibid). Now considered the crown jewel of 
Ecuador’s tourism industry, Galápagos tourism was estimated to bring in $143 million in 
revenue between June 2005 and May 2006, not including airfare expenses (Epler 2007). With 
tourism as its centerpiece, Taylor et al. (2006) estimated the Galápagos to be one of the 
fastest growing economies in the world, with an income growth rate of 9.6 percent from 1999 
to 2005.  
The success of this purification—that the Galápagos have become a “premier eco-tourism 
destination”—is seen as the central problem of this crisis moment because, as one Galápagos 
scholar explained, “Far from maintaining its once-splendid isolation and pristine, if harsh, 
natural habitats, Galápagos now suffers from globalization and all that globalization brings 
with it…in many ways, the circumstances of Galápagos today are rather emblematic of 
globalization and the long reach of modern capitalism” (Durham 2008: 69). Thus, “success 
can readily undermine the very qualities that make ecotourism exciting and successful in the 
first place” (Durham 2008: 86). The Galápagos fall victim to their own success as the tourism 
industry based on selling pristine nature threatens that very nature and its pristine isolation. 
Indeed, this is a central paradox of ecotourism (Gossling 2003, Honey 1998) and other 
accumulation strategies based on the commodification of natural resources more generally 
(O’Connor 1998). For geographer Noel Castree, ecotourism is a prime example of the 
material contradictions that arise when “external nature is treated as a ‘true’ commodity”—
whether through direct consumption or indirectly through ecological damage associated with 
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commodification, the commodified resource is depleted or despoiled through accumulation 
strategies (2003).  
In our interviews and in published analyses, tourism is often presented as the central problem 
of the current crisis because it is thought to drive related problems of migration, development 
and invasive species that threaten the archipelago’s isolation and the ecological health of the 
“pristine” nature that tourism depends on (UNESCO 2007, Watkins and Cruz 2007, Epler 
2007, Durham 2008, Gonzalez et al. 2008). Yet while this paradox is at the center of crisis 
discourse, such analyses of the crisis to date tend to evaluate the industry in the abstract. 
(This is often because of lack of data; one current study aims to measure the impact of 
various “human footprints” on the archipelago.) The issues are ultimately framed as the 
forces of globalization intruding on the space of nature, an abstraction akin to Hinchliffe’s 
description of the paradigm of understanding nature as fundamentally distinct from, and 
under invasion by, society. Yet interviewees’ descriptions of the contradictions of the 
Galápagos tourism industry revealed complex, overlapping sets of relations between nature 
and culture that complicate this simplistic framing of the problem. In the following 
discussion I present examples of different hybrid nature-culture relations that result from the 
commodification of pristine nature.  
First, and perhaps most common, is the hybrid relation characteristic of the typical Galápagos 
tourist experience, in which a relatively small group of tourists visit remote sites around the 
archipelago aboard a cruise ship.  The direct impact of these visitors on tourist sites is not 
generally seen as a problem—studies have shown that visitor sites tend to be very resilient 
(MacFarland 2000). However, the supplies (food, fuel, water) for and waste generated by 
tourists and the ships used to shepherd them is increasingly seen as problematic, although 
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interviewees generally faulted tour companies with poor environmental practices rather than 
the influx of tourists themselves. (Indeed, other relations associated with tourism are viewed 
positively—visitor donations are a significant source of income for the Park [Epler 2007], 
and tourist guides provide perform crucial monitoring work [Honey 1998].) 
Yet a narrow, fetishized perspective on nature as a commodity is generative of many of the 
problems associated with tourism. As one conservationist and former director of the 
Galápagos Marine Reserve told me in 2008, his previous experience working as a tourism 
manager had given him insight into “how most of the tourism industry really thinks. And it’s 
money. I don’t blame them. I don’t think they are bad people. They just want their money. 
That’s it. There is no other consideration. If they can make money happily, then they will do 
it.  If they can’t make money, they will try to make money, and that’s it. They don’t have 
conservation in their minds, they have other goals…” He explained that for most tour 
operators, though not all of them, conservation and ecological responsibility are not key 
concerns:  
“…everything here works with itineraries, which are fixed. So everybody’s 
going to try to get the best itinerary. And if the animal life and plant life is 
doing OK in the sites assigned to them, then that’s fine. The rest of the 
world can crumble down to pieces. For most of them, what is on the islands 
is part of their…it’s like it’s part of their own stuff. Those penguins are 
theirs. If they are missing it’s because someone has taken them away. It’s 
not part of an ecological process. No. They are very territorial. They want 
to have their little animals there because that means they are going to have 
bookings…Their analysis doesn’t go beyond that. They want to make 
money.”   
He continued to explain that many tour companies dump ship-board waste at sea, import 
nearly all their food and water, and take more passengers than allowed by their official 
tourism permits. A now-former director of the CDRS explained that profit-driven tourism 
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companies had gradually increased the number of beds on their boats and shortened the 
length of their cruises over the past 20 years to accommodate more tourists, all while 
working within the confines of the limited number of tourism operation permits provided by 
the national Park. These descriptions illustrate a profoundly different nature-culture relation 
between the tourists who pay for these trips to interact with wildlife, presumably out of a 
sense of ecological stewardship, and the tour operators who provide the experience but are 
motivated by a narrower focus on profit. Thus, the industry cannot be adequately understood 
by looking primarily at economic multipliers or numbers of visitors—the primary statistics 
used to measure the impact of globalization on pristine nature—but instead requires attention 
to the host of particular hybrids that multiply as a result of the commodifcation of the 
pristine.  
Interviews with local residents also contested many other forms of hybrid relations associated 
with tourism, particularly concerning industry ownership and distribution of profits.  Another 
consequence of the commodification of the pristine is that the majority of tourists either do 
not visit the archipelago’s three towns or do so only very briefly. Drawing on a 1991 study of 
the industry (by Epler), Honey (1998) identified two main models of Galápagos tourism: 
upscale, low-density ecotourism aboard luxury boats or “floating hotels” serving and owned 
by foreigners, and low-budget, high-volume conventional beach tourism via on-land hotels 
and day trips on boats primarily serving and owned by Ecuadoreans.  Based on this model, 
the majority of tourists never see the islands’ towns, and the money they spend goes to 
foreign companies, not the islands’ residents.  
Political ecologists have shown that commodification of the “wilderness ideal” often comes 
at the expense of social and ecological sustainability (Neumann 1998, Robbins 2004). In 
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interviews, inequality in ownership and distribution of benefits from tourism—a common 
issue facing tropical islands (Gossling 2003)—was a central concern among residents and 
local government officials.  The director of the tourism association in Puerto Villamil, the 
smallest of the three towns, argued that, “For 30 years, tourism has caused bad things locally, 
and the benefits reaped were not shared with the people here. It has taken the benefits from 
nature and beauty here. It is not just that tourism has monopolized things in Galápagos, but 
has bothered microenterprise here, not giving importance or respect to local economic 
efforts.” Local residents advocated for locally based tourism, not “big capital.” One farmer 
on Isabela Island said residents, “…are always fighting for tourism with a local base. We 
don’t want capitalism—don’t want big capital. If the capitalists come and build a high-level 
hotel then automatically they displace everyone. The capitalists have money to bring in their 
own people. There is no proportion to have these big hotels and luxury.”  
Reworking the structure and ownership of the tourism industry was a major debate brought 
up in interviews. In 1998, the “Special Law for Galápagos” attempted to more evenly 
distribute profits by remitting visitor taxes directly to local institutions (instead of the central 
government) and by stipulating that new tourism businesses had to be owned by Galápagos 
residents (existing businesses were “grandfathered” in). However, although Epler (2007) 
notes an increasing number of local hotels and restaurants, the law has not adequately 
reworked the role of “big capital.” Residents said this law did not work in practice, that it 
was not often enforced, and that they were often bribed or convinced to sell their shares for 
less than they were worth.  
The structure of the industry has also changed over the past 10 years in terms of the profile of 
visitors: a bigger share of the tourism industry is comprised of what Honey termed low-
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budget, high-density tourism that caters to Ecuadorians and younger foreign “backpackers.” 
Although these tourists generally stay in on-island hotels and spend more money in the local 
economy, their presence was not universally welcomed by residents, who saw backpackers as 
cheapening the image of the Galápagos. Another Isabela tourism official said she wanted 
wealthier tourists to come instead of the backpackers who stay on the island. She said the 
Galápagos were a jewel that was being sold too cheaply: “Turistas que cueste. Cobrar lo que 
cuesta. Estamos regalandolo ahora.”  Her view was echoed by conservationists who 
advocated reducing the total amount of tourism to build a model in which fewer tourists pay 
more to come to the Galápagos. Yet there is a central contradiction between local ownership 
of industry and provision of luxury tourism. Several informants noted that a new tourism 
model would require better on-island services and infrastructure development—from the 
ability of service providers to speak English, to upscale housing, to improved water treatment 
and healthcare. As one fisherman—speaking of his frustration as part of a sector of the 
population that has been encouraged to transition into tourism work—said, “There is no 
infrastructure here—to have tourism, you need to have good education, good hotels. The 
mayor and the municipality only focus on tourism, but to even begin this we need a whole 
infrastructure. We need education and scholarships and a hospital, and a sewer system and 
clean water, and we need to learn how to use computers.” For this fisher and other local 
residents, the crisis was not about increasing numbers of visitors, but their inability to 
participate in the industry because of lack of basic infrastructure and unequal ownership.  
Thus, these interviews demonstrate that the consequences of the commodification of pristine 
nature should be read not only as an increase in the numbers of tourists who visit each year 
and the level of development in the Galápagos, but as a proliferation of multiple different 
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kinds of relations between nature and culture and the uneven power relations by which they 
are structured. These relationships—some of which were viewed positively, and others not—
are shaped primarily through imaginations of pristine nature and the ownership and practices 
of the tourism industry.  This then leads to a more dense, relational understanding of the 
crisis that is more detailed than frameworks that focus only on numbers of visitors, human 
footprints, and economic multipliers.  
Migration and Development  
The second major theme that arose in interviews was issues associated with increasing 
migration and on-island development in the archipelago. Conservationists explained how 
growth in tourism, the largest sector of the Galápagos economy, was intimately related to 
increasing migration from continental Ecuador. Although conservationists differed in 
whether they saw this as a supply- or demand-driven issue, they clearly saw increases in 
migration and development as central to the crisis in the islands.  As Epler wrote in his study: 
“It is obvious that economic growth has resulted in unsustainable population growth, 
socioeconomic stratification, civil unrest, strained public services and infrastructure, an 
increase in the number of invasive species, and a number of conflicts with conservation goals 
and authorities” (2007: iii). In an analysis of the crisis, CDRS officials Graham Watkins and 
Felipe Cruz described a “vicious cycle of growth”: “The population continues to grow 
through migration, which leads to increased demands and pressure for jobs and access to 
resources. This leads to an increase in tourism and fishing, and ultimately a higher standard 
of living. This, in turn, increases the need for immigrant labor and further increases the 
population” (2007: 6).  
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The pattern of the cycle is less important for these analyses than the fact of increasing 
population numbers and the impact this growth and development is thought to have on the 
islands’ ecosystems. Migration is seen as problematic for two reasons: first, because more 
people demand more development, which threatens the islands’ carrying capacity, and 
second, because new migrants do not have the appropriate culture of appreciating nature, 
bring exotic species, and kill native animals. One farmer, a long-term resident of Isabela 
Island, articulated the assumption that seems to underlie this conservationist rhetoric. He 
stressed the negative impacts of migrants on nature as a zero-sum game: “With more people, 
there will be less nature, and nothing for tourists to see. Many people don’t take care of that 
which they have. There is lack of control. People who have come here from the outside are 
the ones who are destructive, not the Galapagueños. People lack knowledge of the patrimony 
of humanity that is Galápagos. Galápagos has a high spirit and recognition at a global level.” 
This quote is interesting because he articulated a common understanding of nature as in 
direct competition with humans, but then also proceeded to distinguish between different 
categories of people in the Galápagos—new migrants versus long-term Galapagueños—as 
destructive and not. Thus he is demonstrating that what is important about recent migration is 
not the sheer number of people living in the archipelago, as it is often presented, but the 
particular ways in which particular people interact with nature. (For example, the number of 
scientists and international NGO employees living in the Galápagos has also increased 
steadily over the past 10 years. These particular people are assumed to be appropriate 
environmental actors and their impact is rarely discussed, much less studied.) 
Such presentations of the problem of population and development invoke neo-Malthusian 
concern about overpopulation and overuse of scarce resources. These framings are another 
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way of purifying nature—they reflect what Hinchliffe called “independent” nature—a 
bounded, limited entity that is often “under attack” by society. For political ecologist Paul 
Robbins, this is one of many varieties of neo-Malthusian thought which all “hold to the 
ultimate scarcity of nonhuman nature and the rapacity of humankinds’ growing numbers” 
(2004: 7). The fundamental problem with this Malthusian understanding of nature is that it 
posits the environment as a finite resource that sets limits for human action instead of 
addressing the political dimensions involved with unequal distribution of access to resources. 
As Harvey explained in 1974:  
“…let us consider a [neo-Malthusian]…sentence: ‘Overpopulation arises 
because of the scarcity of resources available for meeting the subsistence 
needs of the mass of the population.’ If we substitute our definitions [of 
subsistence, resources, and scarcity] into this sentence, we get: ‘There are 
too many people in the world because the particular ends we have in view 
(together with the form of social organization we have) and the materials 
available in nature, that we have the will and the way to use, are not 
sufficient to provide us with those things to which we are accustomed.’ Out 
of such a sentence all kinds of possibilities can be extracted: 1) we can 
change the ends we have in mind and alter the social organization of society; 
2) we can change our technical and social appraisals of nature; 3) we can 
change our views concerning the things to which we are accustomed; 4) we 
can seek to alter our numbers…. To say that there are too many people in 
the world amounts to saying that we have not the imagination, will or ability 
to do anything about propositions 1, 2 and 3” (1974: 236, quoted in Castree 
2005: 116).  
Thus, neo-Malthusian framings purify nature as a finite resource “under attack” by society 
and are problematic because they fail to consider how particular natures and cultures interact 
and how these relations are shaped by power relations, particular imaginations of nature, and 
uneven access to resources.  
In interviews, local residents and municipal officials articulated a view of the problems 
associated with migration and development that contested conservationists’ apolitical 
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appraisals based on natural limitations. For them, migration and development problems 
focused not on absolute numbers or natural limits to growth, but lack of basic services, poor 
education, and unequal distribution of resources. Residents cited lack of sufficient health care 
and water treatment as the principle problems associated with migration and development. 
As one man told us, Puerto Ayora (on Santa Cruz Island) “has no sewage system, no potable 
water system, no good health care, no good education system.” Funding priorities were also 
an issue brought up by local residents, many of which complained about the injustice of poor 
health care for people in light of the money spent to care for the archipelago’s charismatic 
fauna. There is a small hospital on Santa Cruz Island, but for any serious medical situation, 
patients would need to return to the continent for care. One municipal tourism official said, 
“There are many conflicts. One problem is economic but not a lack of money because there 
is money in the Galápagos. But historically there has been very unequal relations and we 
need to look for equitable participation.” 
Local officials criticized past conservation policies that sought to maintain the isolation of 
pristine nature by discouraging local infrastructure development (Ospina 2004, Grenier 
2007), arguing that these policies played a major role in creating the current crisis situation 
and shaping a long-term conflict between residents and conservationists. One long-term 
Galápagos resident who works for a local alternative development NGO said past policies 
aimed to reduce population growth by denying good infrastructure and services to people, 
hoping to discourage people from staying. These policies don’t work, he said, because once 
you have a “shack with a roof” you aren’t going to leave it, so these policies make people 
more miserable and desperate. In this view, the impact of increasing population growth is 
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seen to be a serious problem on the islands, but one that is structured not by the islands’ 
natural fragility, but by past policy decisions that limited basic infrastructure development.  
This view was echoed by a Western conservationist seconded to work with one of the 
municipal governments. He expressed concerns shared by conservationists about the fragility 
of small island ecosystems:  “In small islands, the same problems exist: energy, water supply, 
waste management, population growth, the soil is underdeveloped and porous, and aquifers 
are young and fresh water is salty….” Yet he differed from much conservationist discourse in 
his articulation of why recent population growth is problematic—he explained the problem of 
water not as a problem of insurmountable natural scarcity, but of lack of infrastructure 
development: “The island [Santa Cruz] is too young to have aquifers. Instead there are 
grietas (little canyons) where water comes from. In the water system, a little chlorine is 
added, but the water is not treated, and there is no sewer system. Septic tanks are not 100 
percent sealed. 90 percent of untreated sewage infiltrates to the ground, and into the 
hydrologic system, mixing with the sweet water. The main water source in Puerto Ayora has 
an influx of sea water as the tide comes in, mixing with the fresh water. Also there are 
problems with contamination from the gas station and oil, gallons of which infiltrate into the 
ground. There is also a slaughterhouse nearby, and the blood and other liquids enter the water 
system as well.”  
Thus, for him, this aspect of the crisis is less about discrete population numbers than the 
particular hybrids formed as residents interact with nature and how those relations are 
structured. He continued, saying that  “..most of the money goes to conservation, but this is 
useless if it doesn’t go to support administration and municipal services. Less environmental 
impact would occur as a result of better infrastructure (e.g., waste management and water 
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purification) and higher controls. … It is important to work in populated areas to stop the 
contamination of natural areas. Here in Galápagos, there is a low standard of living and high 
contamination because of primitive infrastructure.”  Problematic nature-culture hybrids such 
as contaminated water cycles are not a fact of life on a small island, but a relation structured 
by past political decisions to limit development of water purification infrastructure.  
In distinction to neo-Malthusian concern about increasing migration and development putting 
pressure on scarce natural resources, these approaches to understanding problems associated 
with migration and development attribute the crisis to problematic hybrids such as water 
contamination that stem from past attempts to discourage development by limiting basic 
services.  This understanding not only gives a closer, relational understanding of the crisis, 
but also calls for distinct policy changes: instead of focusing on limiting development and 
migration, emphasis should likewise be placed on investing in the local population, basic 
services, health care and education. As an employee of a local alternative development NGO, 
argued, “It is important to fulfill basic needs of people before higher goals like conservation 
can be met. Sustainable solutions rely on capable locals.”  
Species Introduction and Degradation 
The third central problem presented in crisis discourse is that of invasive species. Although 
the islands are thought to be the best “preserved” archipelago in world, retaining 95 percent 
of their “original” biodiversity (CDF and WWF 2002), introduction of non-native species is 
seen as the largest threat to Galápagos biodiversity (Snell et al. 2002, Watkins and Cruz 
2007). Increases in flows from the continent are seen as a main vehicle through which alien 
species are introduced in the archipelago.  Several recent accounts published by scientists 
detail these threats: increases in population, transportation and fishing are tied to overfishing 
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of sea cucumbers (Bremner and Perez 2002), introduced mosquitoes that carry “avian 
malaria” are shown to threaten Galápagos penguins (Patricia Parker presentation 2009), 
chicken breeding is presented as having potential for avian flu outbreak (Gottdenker et al. 
2005), household pets are criticized for preying on baby iguanas (Arana personal 
communication), and invasive goats are shown to threaten tortoise populations because they 
eat all available vegetation. Concerns about invasives were also shared by farmers, who 
complained that the islands were “dying of guava,” blackberry bushes, and rats “that are like 
foxes here,” noting that these “plagues” had increased over the past 15 years.  
The way the problem of invasive species is framed by different populations is illustrative of 
how they value the nature of the islands. Farmers’ descriptions of their problems with 
invasive “plagues” provide an interesting counter description to scientific analyses. For 
scientists, invasives are harmful because they threaten the intrinsic value of the islands’ 
“original” nature. As the opening chapter of the Biodiversity Vision proclaims, increasing 
development threatens the ability to go “Back to Eden: one last chance.” The Eden these 
conservationists refer to is an approximation of the state of the archipelago’s nature prior to 
their discovery by Bishop Tomas de Berlanga in 1535, an ideal which also serves as the 
baseline for estimations that the archipelago still retains 95 percent of its biodiversity (CDF 
and WWF 2002). The principle of species “introduction” or “invasion” also rests upon this 
understanding of “independent” nature that serves as the basis by which demarcations 
between “native” and “non-native” natures are made (Hinchliffe 2007, Whatmore 2002). 
Indeed, in the Galápagos, as in other ocean archipelagos, all existing flora and fauna were 
“introduced” at some point after the islands formed 3 to 5 million years ago.  
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For farmers, on the other hand, invasive plagues are harmful because they threaten their 
ability to produce crops and therefore their subsistence and livelihoods. They explained that 
ants make it difficult for them to grow fruit trees, rats eat vegetable seeds and chicken eggs, 
and invasive guava and blackberry bushes make it difficult to keep land cleared for farming. 
This alternative understanding of the problem of invasive species demonstrates that nature 
has multiple meanings and is experienced and interpreted differently by people in different 
situations.   
These multiple understandings of nature are important for understanding how and why 
species are introduced and become invasive. As Robbins asserts, “invasive species” are 
profoundly social—“it is not species but sociobiological networks that are invasive” (2004: 
140). Thus, meanings associated with nature are integral parts of the networks involved in 
species introduction and invasion—the third type of hybrid—human relations with non-
endemic species—that is central to the crisis. In interviews, two aspects of the problem of 
invasive species—introduction and management—were addressed from several viewpoints.  
The problem of introduction of non-native species was attributed by conservationists to 
increases in flows of tourists, migrants, and cargo from the mainland. In the 2002 
Biodiversity Vision scientists and conservationists linked increases in species introductions 
to development patterns:  
“Certain development trends are in conflict with the conservation of the 
Galápagos, especially the growth of three sources of pressure: human 
population, transport to and within the archipelago, and fishing. These 
trends are driving the depletion of populations of native species and the 
transformation of natural ecosystems by a rapidly increasing array of 
invasive alien species, from diseases and insects through to mammalian 
predators. Without radical and innovative measures to halt these trends and 
mitigate their impacts on the native flora and fauna, the processes of 
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ecological change already underway will lead inevitably to loss of 
populations, extinction of species and disruption of ecosystems and 
evolutionary processes” (CDF and WWF 2002: ii).  
This reflects Robbins’ contention that invasive sociobiological networks are often structured 
by the “political economic system [that] links nonhuman species to socially stratified human 
communities, both allowing for and accelerating invasion” (144). Understanding 
introductions—at least intentional introductions—also requires attention to understandings of 
nature. In interviews, conservationists complained that migrants often brought nonnative 
produce to the islands to plant, arguing that they did not understand that Galápagos was 
different from the continent and desired to reconstruct their previous practices in this new 
place.  
Farmers, on the other hand, tended to frame problems with invasives as problems of poor 
management, exposing a fault line between social stratifications. They said that the Park 
rarely attempted to help them clear invasives or offered training on how to do it. As one said, 
“The Park is worried about eradicating invasive plants in the Park, but not in the agricultural 
zone. People from the Park almost never come here. The Park works to eradicate pests, but in 
agriculture, there is no competence for this.”  
The farmer’s discussion of the Park’s lack of attention to agricultural land addresses a 
structural problem of institutional management in the islands associated with understandings 
of pristine nature that has contributed to the proliferation of these invasive hybrid networks. 
Traditionally, Park management has been directed primarily toward maintaining the 
boundaries between the fully protected Park zones that constitute most of the islands’ 
territory and buffer agricultural zones. Because management of the Park land and the urban 
and agricultural zones falls under different institutional jurisdictions, and because agricultural 
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land is privately held, the Park had no authority to, and historically did not, work within these 
zones—areas which are now understand to be the primary zones of species introduction and 
invasion. This purification between “pristine” Park areas and “contaminated” urban and 
agricultural areas has thus been counterproductive for managing nonnative species.  
The difficultly of managing invasive plants has lead to rapid land abandonment in the humid 
highlands, which has recently drawn attention from the Park. In a recent analysis, Park 
officials explained that “Agriculture and cattle ranching are also critical for conservation and 
sustainability because these activities occupy the most vulnerable ecosystems of the humid 
highlands. These areas are essential for alien species control and the maintenance of the 
natural hydrological regime…Because they are no longer farmed for agricultural purposes, 
they have become centers of establishment and propagation of introduced species that easily 
invade neighboring properties” (Gonzalez et al. 2008). Thus in the case of invasive species, 
greater awareness of the sociobiological networks of invasion and the ways that invasive 
nature trespasses the boundaries delineated in management plans is beginning to change the 
rationale and practices of managing the islands’ nature. 
 
These three examples of the Latourian double movement between purification and 
hybridization demonstrate that the current crisis in the Galápagos is a complex entanglement 
of multiple, interrelated hybrids of nature and culture that have proliferated because of 
various attempts to purify the archipelago’s nature—to understand it as pristine and distinct 
from human society. These purifications—whether as commodity, as fragile island on which 
development should be limited, or as a discrete area of National Park to be managed—have 
been problematic because they have attempted to effectively hide or divert attention from the 
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many hybrids that they produce, including tourists’ and tour operators’ relations with the 
environment they buy and sell, degradations of the environment and human health that occur 
because of limited infrastructure development, and species introductions and invasions. Thus 
the crisis cannot be effectively understood using the spatial imaginary of an island of pristine 
nature coming “under attack” by society because this purifying spatial imaginary is itself 
wrapped up in the very production of this crisis. Instead, the current crisis should be more 
accurately understood as a dense web of interrelated nature-culture hybrids. Understanding 
the crisis as a web or meshwork of relations between multiple natures and cultures is, of 
course, politically and practically much less straightforward than understanding nature as 
being invaded by society. In the following section, I discuss emerging attempts to resolve the 
crisis and then explore the ramifications of an alternative understanding of the crisis.  
  
IV. Conserving nature-cultures? 
Over the past 3 years since the crisis declarations were issued, a host of legal and policy 
changes for the Galápagos have been discussed. In this section, I use interviews, publications 
from PNG and CDRS, and my participant observation experiences to illustrate how the 
philosophy and practices of conservation in the Galápagos are beginning to change. 
Generally, there is an understanding that conservation can no longer be just about nature—as 
one informant argued in 2007, “there is no conservation without people.” A growing 
recognition that relations between people and the environment must be considered in 
sustainable conservation planning has led to many productive measures for minimizing some 
of the problematic aspects of the crisis. However, recent attempts to rethink the Galápagos as 
a “joint socio-ecological system” or “human environment” on which many of these policies 
are based manage to re-inscribe purifications of pristine nature even as they attempt to move 
past them. In the following section, I briefly discuss the theoretical shift behind what are 
commonly termed “integrated conservation and development” approaches before exploring 
their manifestations and limitations in the Galápagos.  
Social Conservation Theory  
Though such arguments have only recently taken hold in the Galápagos, political ecologists 
have long critiqued conservation models that separate people from nature (Neumann 1998, 
Hulme and Murphree 2001, Brechin et al. 2003, Brosius et al. 2005). Drawing on changing 
perceptions of wilderness (Cronon 1996, Whatmore 2002), the “new” ecologies based on 
flux rather than stasis (Zimmerer 2000), and critique of authoritative “fortress conservation” 
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aimed at protecting nature through isolation (Neumann 1998), conservation is increasingly 
recognized as a social and political endeavor as much as a natural one. As Steve Hinchliffe 
explained the implications of Cronon’s work for wilderness protection, “Cronon and other 
environmental historians…clearly [said] that so-called wildernesses are peopled, have 
histories and geographies, and so are in some way or another are social as well as natural 
productions…To think otherwise, and thereby to act otherwise is to potentially do great 
damage to those people and landscapes, plants and animals that they have helped to make 
(and that have helped to make them)” (2007: 12). 
Thus, if nature is always also social, then social (and political, and cultural, and economic) 
processes become fundamental considerations for conservation. Social conservation 
approaches take many forms—from emphasis on community participation in decision 
making about natural resource management to reliance on market demand to encourage 
conservation (Brosius et al 2005, Brown 2002, Hulme and Murphree 1997, Blaikie and 
Jeanrenaud 1997). In a recent review, Katrina Brown characterizes how three conservation 
models conceptualize people in relation to conservation efforts: 1) a classic approach, in 
which local people are identified as the “root cause of loss of biodiversity in a neo-
Malthusian explanation of environmental degradation (Adger et al. 2001), resulting in a 
traditional protectionist and exclusionary conservation strategy, enforcing protected areas and 
controlling access”; 2) an approach that identifies “ poverty as an underlying cause of 
problems and [is] closest to the views that postulate indirect linkage between livelihoods and 
biodiversity”; and 3) a (neoliberal) scenario that “defines a more direct link between 
biodiversity and livelihoods: only through increasing people’s access to biodiversity 
resources so that they take on greater value and make a larger contribution to livelihoods and 
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well being will there really be an incentive to conserve” (2002: 8). This final approach, then, 
she says “turns conventional conservation thinking on its head; it invites local people to 
manage resources” (ibid).  Though inviting people to use resources to conserve them many 
seem anathema to traditional protection conservation, in contemporary practice these three 
models often overlap and are combined in different ways in particular conservation areas.  
‘There’s no conservation without people’ 
Discourses and practices associated with each of these models are present in Galápagos 
conservation efforts. Over the past 10 years, beginning with the Special Law for Galápagos 
in 1998, a shift in management philosophy has occurred. The a traditional model of 
managing the National Park (97 percent of the territory) as a sovereign space that territorially 
and conceptually was largely separate from populated urban and rural spaces (the remaining 
3 percent) has begun to shift to a model that increasingly recognizes the porosity of 
boundaries and focuses on managing people in their relations with the environment.  
In 2007, the significance of this shift in conservation theory was demonstrated by our 
informants’ arguments that “there is no conservation without people.” While everyone we 
interviewed recognized a need to work with local populations in at least some areas of 
conservation, it was an argument that was actively made—whether by the fisher who gave 
the above quote, claiming that the National Park did not treat fishers as important partners, or 
by Park employees who argued for the need to instill a culture of conservation among 
residents. In a recent analysis, Epler put the shift in historical context: “For more than three 
decades, management efforts in the archipelago focused on regulating activities in the 
protected areas of the archipelago by limiting the number of licenses (cupos) for tour vessels, 
designating use zones and visitor sites, and using fiscal policy (i.e., raising Park entrance 
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fees). Little attention was directed toward what was happening in the areas dedicated to 
colonization. The towns were bucolic communities, with little infrastructure or public 
services” (2007: 40-41). As our interviews showed, local residents argued that these policies 
only entrenched problems and engendered conflict (see also Ospina 2004, Grenier 2007, 
Quiroga 2009). Indeed, attempts to incorporate people in conservation efforts must overcome 
a long-running conflict between conservation and development that has shaped much past 
politics on the islands. 
This history of conflict was explicitly addressed by Gonzalez et al. in their recent article: 
“There is a clear need in Galápagos to abandon the historical perspective of the separation of 
humans from nature, which only exacerbates conflicts between conservation and 
development…The fundamental division between conservationists and development 
advocates has traditionally been a matter of serious conflict in Galápagos [Grenier 2007]. 
Breaking this nature vs. society dichotomy and building bridges between the two artificially 
separated worlds is essential if a broadly shared vision for the future of the archipelago is to 
be reached” (2008: np). 
The first moves toward building such bridges came in 1998 with the Special Law for 
Galápagos, which provided a mandate for the integration of conservation and sustainable 
development. The Special Law responded to tensions associated with industrial fishing and 
growing on-island development by attempting to limit in-migration, stop the introduction of 
non-native species, regulate fishing, and control the growing tourism industry by mandating 
local ownership of new businesses. One of the most successful initiatives instituted by the 
Special Law is a Participatory Management Board, which brings together representatives 
from the National Park, CDRS, fishing industry, and tourism industry to negotiate 
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governance of the Galápagos Marine Reserve, including fishing calendars and tourism 
permits (Heylings and Bravo 2007).  However, despite its progressive vision, much of the 
Special Law remained unimplemented in 2007. In retrospect one institutional leader called it 
“more of a vision than a law” because institutions lacked the capacity and framework to 
implement it.  
Indeed, poor institutional capacity was cited as a far-reaching problem among informants in 
2007. In nearly every interview with institutional actors, they cited desire for increased 
institutional capacity of some form, including in terms of staff numbers, education, technical 
skills, funding, and ability to implement policy mandates. Many employees felt that 
institutions were not adequately prepared to address changes in vision and mandate resulting 
from the Special Law and pressing problems. The Galápagos National Institute (INGALA), 
for example, transitioned from an institution responsible for infrastructure development to 
one charged with central coordination of policy initiatives such as migration control and 
workforce education as well as inter-institutional coordination. 
Yet while many institutions struggled to fully implement the new law, the ideas expressed in 
the law were put to use by some organizations. The National Park, for example, took up the 
idea of integrating conservation with local development and community needs in the process 
for creating its 2005 Management Plan. The MP was the first major policy document that 
sought to operationalize a new tone for Galápagos conservation. Its Introduction states that, 
“The future of the archipelago depends on the integration of conservation and the sustainable 
development of the community that inhabits the islands. It is not possible to approach these 
themes separately”—as they had been in the past (2005: 10-11). Perhaps most noteworthy is 
the process through which the MP was developed. In 2004, the Park held a series of 
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stakeholder meetings with more than 300 actors across 3 islands in an attempt to gauge 
community priorities and cultivate buy-in for conservation goals. Although our informants 
later said the process and resulting plan was far from perfect, it provides the most detailed 
framework for integrating management of conservation and development in the islands.  
The Park Management Plan contrasts notably with the process and philosophy behind the 
CDRS 2002 vision statement. The Charles Darwin Foundation/WWF 2002 Biodiversity 
Vision for Galápagos is the document that advocated going “Back to Eden: one last chance” 
and framed as its ultimate goal the restoration of the Galápagos to the conditions of 1534. 
The Vision, which was developed in 1999 during a workshop including “a select group of 
[about 60] biologists with specialist knowledge of Galápagos and/or of key ecological 
processes operating in Galápagos,” set out to assess the current state and future prospects of 
biodiversity and to advise the government on conservation policies. Although the report 
discusses relations between “Man and the natural world” extensively, particularly in terms of 
species introduction, social scientists were not consulted, and although authors recognized 
the need for a “complementary analysis of the social and economic situation and 
development aspirations” (ibid: 110) in relation to biological issues, such an analysis was not 
conducted.  
The distinction between these goals and approaches demonstrates the novelty—and 
difficulty—of recent discourses aiming to “rethink the Galápagos as a [joint] complex 
social-ecological system” (Gonzalez et a. 2008) or take a “human ecosystem approach” 
(Watkins 2008) that have become more prominent since the crisis declarations. For example, 
in a recent book published by the National Park, Toward a shared vision of Galápagos: the 
archipelago as a socioecological system, the authors argue that “[t]o analyze the current 
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situation of the archipelago and be able to design innovative management models that will 
reverse current trends and solve the present crisis, it is imperative to understand and look at 
Galápagos differently. The local population must be considered part of this complex 
socioecological system, a system whose primary processes (primary production, water cycle, 
nutrient cycles, current systems, etc.) must be maintained if Galápagos biodiversity is to be 
conserved and social welfare enhanced” (Tapia et al. 2008: 15). Even the CDRS has adopted 
a new approach—as Bruce Epler explained, “An increased awareness of the issues posed by 
rapid population growth prompted the GNPS, the CDRS, international donors and NGOS to 
adopt a holistic approach to conservation. The new CDRS strategy, for example, ‘promotes 
good management through the provision of integrated information for decision making, 
ensuring effective communication, incorporating local people into conservation strategies, 
and helping to build the capacities of local organizations” (Epler 2007: 40-41).  
Yet despite a widely echoed argument for reconceptualizing Galápagos conservation and 
rhetoric advocating a shared “holistic approach to conservation,” the difficulty of coalescing 
a common vision for the Galápagos was another key problem identified by informants in 
2007. As Gonzalez et al. alluded to in their article, historical conflict between conservation 
and development is perhaps the most significant challenge to these new visions. Social 
analyses have argued that the dominant conflict in the islands can be attributed to 
conservationist desire to preserve the archipelago’s isolation vs. resident and capitalist desire 
to open the islands to globalization—what conservationists term the “Hawaiianization 
model” (Ospina 2004, Quiroga 2009). While municipal governments accuse conservation 
interests of stymieing attempts at development and prosperity for local residents, 
conservationists often accused the municipal governments of thinking only in the short-term 
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and not planning for the long-term wellbeing of the islands. For example, one conservationist 
and long-term resident argued in 2008 that profit and personal interest drives local policy-
making: “One of the biggest problems we have in Galápagos is that although we have all 
these technical institutions providing valuable scientific information to the GNP to make 
informed decisions for management, the ultimate level of decision is political. And they may 
do anything just to satisfy some other things. They may listen to what you have to say as a 
technician, but if it’s not in dollars, they won’t listen. They just don’t.”  
Other informants framed differences in priorities as institutional problems that limited 
effective governance. During one interview, a conservation official drew a diagram of about 
30 key institutions, then crossed off all but about 10 of them, explaining that their functions 
overlapped or they represented only “political” interests. A 2008 CDRS publication he 
authored explained that “A consistently expressed concern is the overlap in competencies and 
replication of functions of the different organizations in the public sector and civil society in 
Galápagos. For example, numerous organizations take decisions that affect the most 
important activity in Galápagos—tourism. This large number of decision-makers leaves 
room for alternative interpretations of policy, provides multiple routes to influence decision-
making, reduces clear accountability and transparency in decision-making, and requires 
substantial coordination and leadership to advance towards a shared vision. In addition, there 
is much overlap in the actions and roles of conservation organizations” (Watkins and 
Martinez 2008). 
In addition to the problems of poor transparency and political patronage, issues associated 
with “alternative interpretations of policy” clearly reflect different understandings of the 
Galápagos that are difficult to overcome despite attempts to build a common vision.  One 
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example of a program developed in response to the crisis declarations that attempts to build a 
common understanding and appropriate culture in the Galápagos is a 2-day temporary 
resident orientation program. Jointly implemented by multiple institutions, the program 
introduces new temporary residents to key differences about living in the Galápagos versus 
on the mainland. During the training (I attended one session in June 2008), representatives 
from local institutions explain local laws, with an emphasis on environmentally friendly 
behaviors and migration rules in a series of 1-hour presentations.  A GNP official explained 
what a national park is and why the Galápagos is special among Ecuador’s group of parks 
because of its isolated island status. A representative from the Inspection and Quarantine 
Agency (SESA-SICGAL) explained the threat posed by invasive species and outlined laws 
concerning food imports, agricultural production, and pet and pest control. Municipal 
officials also explained the islands’ recycling program—one of the few in Ecuador. During 
their 1-hour slot, CDRS officials choose to show a BBC nature documentary about the 
Galápagos in an effort to show people the grandeur of the environment in which they live and 
introduce them to the scientific valuation of the islands. Yet while the images in the video are 
beautiful to watch, such presentations reinforce the sentiment that the Galápagos are not 
supposed to include humans. After the presentation, several attendees commented that they 
had no idea of this side of the Galápagos. Indeed, the images presented in the film stand in 
stark contrast to the images residents see in their daily lives—the archipelago’s towns are not 
seen in the portion of the film presented. (The only person depicted is a reenactment of 
Charles Darwin.) While the video may be successful at exposing residents to a different view 
of the Galápagos, it also works to re-inscribe the archipelago’s nature as external to society 
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because of this spatial disconnect and to put in stark relief the Galápagos that residents know 
versus that which tourists come to see, scientists study, and conservationists seek to protect.  
Re-inscribing Dichotomies 
In the context of responses to the crisis declarations, showing the video during resident 
orientation is not an isolated instance of purifying the archipelago’s nature and society. Even 
as the resident training program teaches the proper ways for natures and cultures to interact, 
it reflects a belief among conservationists and other policy makers that what ultimately 
matters for the islands’ conservation is the way of life adopted by Galápagos residents. In the 
few years since the crisis declarations, a discourse focused on instilling a culture of 
environmental responsibility among Galápagos residents has become one of the most 
common refrains of the new conservation vision. While not on the surface a negative goal in 
its own right, I argue that culturally focused policies are problematic because they re-inscribe 
a dichotomy between Nature and Culture because their focus remains on reducing human 
impact on a preexisting Nature that serves as the unquestioned arbiter of politics. As the 
editors of the semi-annual INGALA Galápagos Report issued after the crisis declarations 
summarized, “Analysis of the principal catalysts of change, those that influence the dynamics 
of the system and represent the root cause of the present crisis, clearly shows that current 
problems are not rooted in the natural system but rather in the socioeconomic and cultural 
systems” (CDF, GNP, INGALA 2007-2008: 15). Thus despite goals to re-envision the 
Galápagos as a “joint socio-ecological system,” the cultural and the natural are ultimately 
seen as two distinct wholes, not as hybrid entities, that do not so much interact with each 
other as impact each other, either by setting natural limits or, conversely, by degrading the 
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environment. In this approach, nature is static and presented as being under threat by 
society’s poor cultural habits. 
Indeed, a purification of pristine nature remains central to the way “social-ecological 
systems” are envisioned in the Galápagos. Gonzalez et al. write in their article, “Rethinking 
the Galápagos Islands as a Complex Social-Ecological System: Implications for 
Conservation Management,” that the Galápagos should not properly be considered an 
example of the “humans-in-nature” paradigm like most systems because “The historical 
isolation of the archipelago, the absence of an aboriginal population, and the relatively recent 
human colonization precluded the coevolution of cultural and natural forces.” Thus, in the 
Galápagos, “unlike in other social-ecological systems, ecological and evolutionary processes 
are still minimally affected by human activities” (Gonzalez et al. 2008: 16).  
Instead, the authors propose a “humans-with-nature” paradigm in which “island residents act 
as the guardians of the natural capital on which their present and future welfare relies” (ibid). 
In Brown’s (2002) terms, they are proposing a neoliberal model of resource protection via 
use, although the current model of the tourism is widely cited as central to the current crisis 
because the industry is driven by short-term profit margins instead of long-term interest in 
maintaining the ecosystem. Aside from this neoliberal approach, although the distinction 
between humans-in and humans-with may appear solely semantic, the world choice belays an 
important philosophical and practical distinction. The “humans-with-nature” paradigm is 
once again founded on imaginations of the Galápagos as “pristine” nature. If humans do not 
constitute a fundamental part of the system, then it is easy to attribute problems to the social 
realm.  
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This purification of culture as the “root cause” of the crisis was also echoed in interviews. 
Informants cited inappropriate culture, or lack of environmental responsibility as a cause for 
problems, distinguishing between groups that possessed appropriate environmental 
knowledge—either foreigners or Galápagos residents with a long history in the islands who 
had experienced life before development brought modern conveniences to the islands—and 
those that do not.  
One Western conservationist said the fundamental problem in the islands was not 
uncontrolled tourism, but poor culture of island residents: “The problems here with 
development are a repeat of developed country environmental problems from 40 years ago. 
They are making these mistakes again because the locals never get off the islands. They don’t 
see the solutions in the developed world.” He continued, “Local residents are more a part of 
the problem rather than tourism. International tourists have money and education, and they 
know how to separate waste out for recycling. Nationals don’t have experience in separating 
waste, or saving water and energy. Nationals don’t care about the environment as much and 
don’t [as tourists] leave as much money in the islands. International tourists leave money 
here. International tourists understand how to separate waste.” Although the relations he is 
concerned about are clearly hybrids of nature and culture, this informant placed fault on 
cultural differences. 
Other informants—both permanent residents and conservationists—broke down cultural 
divides not between locals, nationals, and internationals, but between classes of Ecuadorian 
residents (omitting tourists and other foreigners entirely): the “Galapagueño” culture of long-
term residents versus that of recent migrants. As one foreign conservation worker explained, 
“The native population (i.e., those born on the island) know the problems here, have adapted 
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to local conditions and have a relaxed style of life. People from the continent have another 
style of life and are not adapted to the local island.” Yet for two Park and INGALA officials, 
the “Galapagueños” were complicit in migration problems.  As one said, “the solution 
depends on the cooperation of the residents. The community allows the migrants to come, 
hay compromiso de communidad. The same residents have been responsible for illegal 
migration—they bring people they know and want to pay less to employees, so they bring 
people from the continent as laborers.”  
Still others contested the idea of a “Galapagueno” identity at all. One INGALA official said, 
“There is no Galápagos identity. The people here don’t have a sense of being Galapagueño 
because there are people from all parts of Ecuador and historically the people are European 
[opposed to descending from an indigenous Galápagos population]… They [scientists] 
propose that if Galápagos has an identity, it is in the history from the writings of Charles 
Darwin. They think people should have an identity. But the population does not have this 
idea.”    
Just what ideas the population does have has become central to attempts to resolve the crisis 
moment. What is perceived as a lack of identity is positioned as a hole that can be filled with 
appropriate environmental education. The Biodiversity Vision of 2002 articulated an island 
identity as key to achieving sustainable development:  
“It is essential that the [Government’s] strategy and the plan address the threats to 
biodiversity and guide Galápagos towards a sustainable future, in which a small, well 
educated, healthy human population co-exists with nature, uses resources sparingly and 
works constantly to control alien species. The people would have their own, distinctive way 
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of life, appropriate to oceanic islands that evolved in isolation from man and are 
consequently so vulnerable to human presence. They would accept restrictions and 
responsibilities and enjoy to the full the privilege of living in one of the most special natural 
environments on Earth” (CDF and WWF 2002). 
Gonzalez et al. express a similar opinion, differentiating between “exogenous” and 
“endogenous” lifestyles: “The adoption of exogenous mainland-influenced lifestyles will 
certainly continue to erode the system’s resilience and hinder future sustainability. In 
contrast, more endogenous development models based on a particular lifestyle that assumes 
that living in Galápagos is fundamentally different and accepts the limitations associated with 
the archipelago’s fragile natural system are the best and only way to facilitate the transition 
toward a more sustainable future” (2008, np). The authors close their article with a cartoon 
from a recently published GNP children’s book that demonstrates utopian and dystopian 
futures in the Galápagos; the caption implies that the key is the way local people choose to 
live in relation to the environment.  
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Figure 2: Utopian and Dystopian Galápagos Futures, Galápagos National Park 
 
In the article (but not the children’s book) the cartoon is accompanied by a list of 
characteristics differentiating between “insular” and “isleño” lifestyles. The comparisons 
address ethnic and cultural identity, production and development models, and participation in 
governance, calling for a more place-based way of living in the Galápagos that “accept[s] 
that Galápagos is a special place where some limitations are necessary and where living 
requires a different consumption pattern from that on the continent.” Although this vision of 
an isleño lifestyle is benign because of its generality—most all residents would agree that 
Galápagos life differs from life on the mainland—the comparisons in the list are problematic 
because they are deeply normative and speculative. It is unclear both how these lists were 
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compiled and what precisely it means to “accept that Galápagos is a special place.” The 
“isleño” lifestyle list argues for a strong sense of place and identification with territory, but 
such arguments assume that the nature of the Galápagos speaks for itself and innately fosters 
a particular kind of environmental understanding—assumptions that are clearly called into 
question by informants’ various responses to the crisis declarations and understandings of the 
problems facing the Galápagos. Furthermore, the lists do not consider the specific cultural or 
socioeconomic reasons behind the perceived faults of the insular lifestyle. Nor do they detail 
what or how, for example, productive practices from the continent are inappropriate to 
Galápagos and how they should change. 
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Figure 3: Insular vs. Isleño Lifestyles, Gonzalez et. al. 2009 
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By offering an opportunity for redemption, solutions to the crisis based on cultural change 
continue the common framing of environmental controversies as revolving around “Edenic 
narratives” in which an original, pristine nature is lost through some culpable human act that 
results in environmental degradation and moral jeopardy (Slater 1996). Such an Edenic 
understanding of the Galápagos is commonly referenced among conservationists and is 
clearly depicted in the cartoon utopia, where a family of Ecuadorians lives in harmony and 
respect with nature. Yet even if Galápagos residents might agree that they would rather live 
in this future than in one with greater development (which is not a foregone conclusion), the 
manner by which such a future is constructed remains an unaddressed issue. In reality, some 
compromise between the utopian and dystopian futures will be necessary (where does the 
Edenic family live?), and articulating and achieving this future will require extensive 
discussions among all Galápagos stakeholders. Furthermore, although the ideal isleño 
lifestyle includes “active participation” in policy making, it does not appear that the ends of 
that policy-making remain open for discussion—the goal is a particular understanding of the 
Galápagos and a particular way of caring for them that is not open to multiple understandings 
of place nor to diversity within populations.  
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Thus, although conservation frameworks that attempt to join nature and society have led to 
positive changes in the last few years, they continue to re-inscribe problematic dichotomies 
and open only a proscribed space for cultural and political differences.  In the last section, I 
return to theoretical discussions of wilderness and nature-cultures to explore what an 
alternative conservation politics not based on imaginations of pristine nature might entail.  
Conclusion: Conserving nature-cultures? 
In his classic essay, William Cronon argued that if wilderness refers to a dualistic vision in 
which humans are outside of the natural world, then it by definition offers no solution to 
environmental and other problems that surround us. As he wrote, “the dualism at the heart of 
wilderness encourages its advocates to conceive of its protection as a crude conflict between 
the ‘human’ and the ‘nonhuman’—or, more often, between those who value the nonhuman 
and those who do not “ (1996: 85).  In the Galápagos, conservation based on idealizations of 
past pristine nature work to delegitimize people’s claims to life in the islands, negating any 
secure footing for residents’ politics.  Furthermore, basing ideal nature-society relations on 
an evolutionary truth—that for the vast majority of the islands’ evolutionary history they 
were devoid of a human population—presupposes that human impacts are necessarily 
negative. While it is legitimate to point out the remarkable effects of this peopleless history, 
it does not necessarily follow that a pristine imagination of the archipelago should be the 
basis for conservation politics. 
Indeed, Cronon argued that such dualistic framings “…tempt one to ignore crucial 
differences among humans and the complex cultural and historical reasons why different 
peoples may feel very differently about the meaning of wilderness” (1996: 85). He 
continued,  
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“all [the key] questions imply conflicts among different groups of people, 
conflicts that are obscured behind the deceptive clarity of ‘human’ vs. ‘non-
human.’ If in answering these knotty questions we resort to so simplistic an 
opposition, we are almost certain to ignore the very subtleties and 
complexities we need to understand…Idealizing a distinct wilderness too 
often means not idealizing the environment in which we actually live, the 
landscape that for better or worse we call home. Most of our most serious 
environment problems start right here, at home, and if we are to solve those 
problems, we need an environmental ethic that will tell us as mush about 
using nature as about not using it. The wilderness dualism tends to cast any 
use as ab-use, and thereby denies us a middle ground in which responsible use 
and non-use might attain some kind of balanced, sustainable relationship” 
(1996: 85).   
Cronon’s focus on specificity and use, not necessarily as ab-use, resonates with work on 
what a conservation based on nature-cultures might look like that geographers have recently 
begun to explore. As Hinchliffe explains, “…Cronon and others are arguing that it’s the idea 
of wilderness, as a people-less place, that threatens livelihoods and landscapes. So 
conservation for these authors is not necessarily about reducing the impact of people, it is 
about conserving some kinds of impacts, or disturbances, and viewing the space of 
wilderness not simply as a bounded territory but as a collection of effects, many of which 
connect to other places and times. The shape of the collective becomes a matter for political 
work (rather than a preordained end, in the name of which all manner of atrocities of 
purification can be committed) (2007: 13).” 
Such a politics would need to address not just the “politics of who” (in Annemaire Mol’s 
[2003] words)—i.e., who is allowed access to, may live in, and may care for nature in 
particular way, as Galápagos politics are currently focused—but also a “politics of what.” 
Instead of using pristine Nature as a basis for judging cultures and socio-economic processes, 
or attempting to instill a common understanding of that Nature, a politics of nature-cultures 
would also need to open up the endpoint as a topic of political negotiation. As Hinchliffe 
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writes, “The point here is not to consider nature as the starting point for policy or politics, but 
as a fragile end point, something to work towards rather than spuriously refer back to. It is 
not the origin, or foundation, or bedrock which somehow grounds or secures the right 
actions. It is, like those actions, the fragile outcome of a vast array of other activities and 
things” (2007: 97). 
This is not to say that conservation should not happen or that the Galápagos should not be 
protected, but that doing so effectively, without continued conflict, necessitates a different 
imagination. In the current formulation of Galápagos conservation politics, the endpoint is 
assumed, as is the negative impact of people. Yet as descriptions of the crisis clearly showed, 
current interrelations of nature and culture are far more complex than this Nature vs. Society 
model allows. In addition, this model has produced considerable conflict between residents 
and conservationists. Instead of this dichotomous framing, a politics based on more specific 
forms of relations is necessary. If there are only nature-cultures, then the only basis for 
politics is a comparison of them (Latour 2003). Such a politics would need to abandon 
generalizations and abstract imaginations about both nature and society and instead look 
specifically at the multiple sets of relations involved in this crisis to parse helpful and 
harmful nature-cultures.  
A careful comparison of nature-cultures in the Galápagos would need to begin with a 
recognition that the nature of the archipelago is not self-evident and universally understood, 
but that it has multiple geographies and histories. This, in turn, would require conversations 
about both the desired endpoints of conservation efforts as well as the means necessary to 
achieve them. A crucial aspect of these discussions would be self-reflexive analyses of the 
uneven access to resources and power differentials that structure nature-culture relations. A 
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starting point for this would be an alternative history of the Galápagos that does not 
counterpose humans to the islands’ nature, but details the myriad ways in which people and 
the natural environment have shaped each other over the last 500 years and explicitly 
explores the changing value systems by which these interactions are judged. In a similar 
manner, discussions of contemporary life should avoid speculative generalizations and 
instead focus specifically on particular actions and socio-economic systems in particular 
settings. Thus policy changes should not only address environmental education or controlling 
migration, development, invasive species, and tourism, but should also focus on investing in 
the local population, infrastructure development and basic services. Productive solutions to 
the crisis must address the particular ways in which nature-cultures mutually interact and 
how these relations are shaped by uneven power relations and access to resources. Only by 
detailed attention to the hybridity of nature-cultures will Galápagos avoid becoming the 
victim of its own success.  
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